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Abstract  
Advertising can either provoke or prevent cultural change. It articulates ideas about social class, 
cultural values. and societal power. African Americans are still being presented in television 
advertising as members of social minorities who are less likely to speak, to assume positions of 
authority, or to personify dominant middle class values in America.  
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Media content can either provoke or prevent cultural change. All forms of mass media construct 
patterns and prototypes in their content through both the overt inclusion of societal concepts and 
cultural associations and through the overt omission of other such concepts and associations. As a 
diagnostic measure, media content offers a revealing look at current forms of racial segmentation. 
In the 50 years since the Brown decision, minorities have assumed a much larger presence in 
many media content forms such as popular music, film, television, and advertising. African 
Americans were the first minority group to experience any measurable increase in inclusiveness 
across several mass media platforms, but particularly in the area of advertising. The civil rights 
movement and its accompanying social, governmental, and political effects that rippled 
throughout the 1970s and beyond pushed advertisers to confront their usage and representations 
of African Americans in advertising. African Americans also became established as an 
identifiable target market that was deemed fiscally desirable by advertisers. Thus, as the social 
and economic clout of African Americans has increased during the last 50 years, the market clout 
of this group has experienced an awakening as well.  
Yet it is within advertising's realm that some of the starkest revelations are found with regard to 
African American media representations. Advertising, as an external and unaccountable 
influence, is a social force that deliberately seeks to give meaning to both people and products. It 
articulates all types of ideas about social class, cultural values, and societal power in the quest to 
sell goods and services in the capitalist marketplace. A closer look at today's African American 
television advertising representations reveals that, while numerical gains have been made in terms 
of the frequency of advertising depictions, African Americans are still playing a subordinate role 
as can be seen in data drawn from a study of primetime television advertising from the 2003-2004 
television season. African Americans are still presented as members of social minorities who are 
less likely to speak in advertisements directed to the general public, to assume positions of
authority, or to personify what are typically considered to be dominant middle class values in 
America. In this way, the advertising industry exerts a hegemonic influence upon the African 
American community. African Americans are included in increased numbers in advertising in 
order to entice them into the overall commercial audience, 'while being simultaneously presented 
in imagery that limits and circumscribes their participation in the wider community.  
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